
 

Geographical Names – Our connection to the world around us 
The United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) works to promote the importance of, and demonstrate 
benefits arising from, the standardization of geographical names. Established on 23 April 1959, by resolution 715 A (XXVII) of the 
Economic and Social Council, UNGEGN is one of the subsidiary bodies of the United Nations Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC). UNGEGN convenes biennial intergovernmental meetings to provide a forum for dialogue among Member States, 
geographical name experts, international organizations, academia, and other observers. Geographical names standardization 
is the process of establishing and using consistent, officially recognized names for places, features, and regions on maps and in 
official documents. This involves: 

• Collecting the names used by local communities, reflecting their languages and traditions. 
• Reviewing and selecting the most appropriate forms of these names for official use. 
• Ensuring consistency in spelling, pronunciation, and usage across different maps, databases, and publications. 
• Coordinating among various organizations (such as mapping agencies, government departments, and local authorities) 

to avoid duplication and confusion. 
• Adopting standardized systems for writing names from non-Roman scripts (romanization), so they can be used 

internationally. 

The goal is to reduce confusion, improve communication, and support activities like navigation, emergency response, data 
analysis, and sustainable development. Standardized names help ensure that everyone, governments, organizations, and the 
public, refer to the same places consistently and accurately. In this regard, standardized geographical names are critical for 
achieving national development priorities and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Far from being mere labels, place 
names underpin data collection, analysis, and decision-making that drive sustainable outcomes worldwide. This work is vital, 
not just to a country’s cultural and societal well-being, but also to its economic bottom line. Countries invest significant amounts 
of time and resources in collecting, selecting, and applying up-to-date geographical names. However, similar—but often 
uncoordinated—efforts are frequently undertaken by multiple organizations and agencies simultaneously; this duplication can 
lead to inconsistencies, conflicts, and the unnecessary use of resources.  

As such, UNGEGN encourages every country to establish its own nationally standardized names, either through national names 
authorities or through other recognized administrative processes, such as through geographical name committees or 
establishing capacities within national geospatial information agencies.  

Across its many dimensions of work, whether supporting the wide dissemination of standardized geographical names—through 
gazetteers, atlases, web-based databases, toponymic guidelines, from emphasizing the importance of recording locally-used 
names that reflect each country’s languages, cultural heritage, and traditions, to supporting countries using non-Roman scripts, 
through promoting the adoption of single, scientifically-based romanization systems, UNGEGN is at the apex of geographical 
names. 

To deliver its work programme, UNGEGN maintains an architecture composed of 24 geographical and linguistic divisions, which 
facilitate discussion on geographical name standardization and other related issues within and between Member States with 
similar linguistic or geographic characteristics. It also maintains several working groups, liaisons, and coordinators that currently 
address a myriad of issues, including those related to training courses, digital data files and gazetteers, romanization systems, 
country names, terminology, publicity and funding, and toponymic guidelines. 

Member States and relevant experts are invited to participate in UNGEGN’s biennial sessions, its divisions, and working groups 
to advance the standardization of geographical names. Further information can be found on the UNGEGN website at 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ungegn, or you can contact the UNGEGN Secretariat directly at geoinfo_unsd@un.org.   
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